Sensory features of variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.
Sensory symptoms are a prominent feature of variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (vCJD), occurring at an early stage of the illness. They are persistent and can be troublesome. Here, they are described in detail and a possible anatomical basis is discussed. The first 50 cases of vCJD confirmed by the National CJD Surveillance Unit (NCJDSU) were reviewed. Where possible the patients and their relatives were interviewed and case notes were examined. The presence and nature of sensory symptoms and signs were noted. Results of investigation and types of treatment offered were also reviewed. Of 50 definite cases, 64 % had persistent sensory symptoms, 16 % had no sensory symptoms and 18 % were uncertain. In 2 % there was insufficient information. Of the 32 with definite symptoms, 31 % were symptomatic from the onset of the illness. The symptoms were varied and some patients complained of more than one type of symptom. Limb pain was described in 63 % cases. This was the most common symptom and was often non-specific and poorly localised, usually occurring in the lower limbs. Other symptoms included cold feelings (25 % patients), dysaesthesia (28 % patients), paraesthesia (31 % patients) and numbness (25 % patients). The symptoms were lateralised in 31 % of patients. Sensory symptoms are a prominent feature of vCJD, occurring in nearly two thirds of cases. They may help distinguish variant from sporadic CJD. They are likely to be of thalamic origin but the recognised MRI changes in vCJD do not correlate with the presence or absence of sensory symptoms. Neuropathological changes in the thalamus, however, show marked astrocytosis and neuronal loss.